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By drawing data from the European Social Survey (ESS) (2008–2016), this study explores
how immigrants’ assessments of economy, democracy, and quality of public goods
(such as health and education systems) in the receiving societies contribute to their
life satisfaction. Results indicate that satisfaction with the economy is the strongest
correlate of individual life satisfaction among European immigrants, and this association
is particularly pronounced among immigrants from Turkey, Eastern and Southern Europe.
Assuming that immigrants compare institutions of their host and home countries when
assessing institutional features of the host countries, relative gains in satisfaction with
the performance of host-country economy are shown to be associated with particularly
higher levels of overall life satisfaction among immigrants from Turkey, Eastern and
Southern European countries than the rest of Europe. We conclude that, in relative terms,
migrants from countries with less well-functioning economies to countries with more
favorable economic conditions display higher levels of perceived satisfaction with the
host country economies, which contributes considerably to their overall life satisfaction.
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INTRODUCTION
Whereas a vast body of migration research has examined objective indicators of immigrants’
integration (see Van Tubergen et al., 2004 for comparative research; Kogan, 2006, 2007; Heath and
Cheung, 2007; Heath et al., 2008 for a review; Fleischmann and Dronkers, 2010; Gorodzeisky and
Semyonov, 2017; Khoudja and Platt, 2018 for recent research), immigrants’ subjective evaluation
of their life situation is far less studied. Recent years have, however, witnessed a growing interest in
immigrants’ own assessments of their lives in host societies, captured by individual life satisfaction
(see Hendriks, 2015 for a review; Baykara-Krumme and Platt, 2018; Hendriks and Bartram, 2018;
Kogan et al., 2018 for recent research). Conceptually, life satisfaction is defined as a result of
evaluation, in the course of which individuals compare their perceptions of the actual situations
with their hopes and expectations of how the situation should be, i.e., an ideal situation (e.g.,
Campbell et al., 1976; Shin and Johnson, 1978; Michalos, 1985 for a comprehensive overview).
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While factual situations can be largely approximated through
individuals’ economic, socio-demographic and socio-cultural
circumstances, factors relevant to the description of the ideal
situation seem to be more multifaceted and ambiguously defined.
Among other things, an ideal situation depends on perceived
norms, aspirations, past experiences, or on how immigrants
compare themselves with others, such as relatives and friends in
the country of origin or native-born colleagues and neighbors in
the receiving country (Siegert, 2013).
In the current study, we explore how immigrants’ assessments
of the state of economy, democracy, and quality of public
goods (such as health and education) in the receiving societies
contribute to their life satisfaction. Unlike earlier research, which
either focused exclusively on individual characteristics (e.g.,
Bartram, 2011) or predominantly on contextual determinants of
the associations between immigrants’ individual characteristics
and life satisfaction (e.g., Hendriks and Bartram, 2016; Kogan
et al., 2018), we examine how individual perceptions of host
country structural conditions and institutional characteristics
contribute to immigrants’ overall life satisfaction. While
addressing this research question, we pay particular attention to
the differences in assessment of host country institutions across
immigrant groups. A peculiarity of the current study is that we
do not consider an immigrant’s perception of the host-country
context alone, but rather, we relate this perception to that of
the immigrant’s sending country1. To this end, we first compare
an immigrant’s perception of the receiving society with reports
from similar individuals in the immigrant’s country of origin. The
underlying assumption is that had immigrants remained in their
countries of origin they would have similar opinions as stayers
with comparable characteristics in the respective countries. Even
aftermoving to another country, immigrants would still maintain
contacts in their countries of origin (via relatives or friends),
and are likely to be influenced by opinions of their former
fellow citizens. Alternatively, immigrants might also undertake
comparisons within a reference frame in the countries of their
current residence, i.e., with the native-born. In order to make
immigrants and stayers/natives as much comparable as possible,
in our empirical analyses, we match immigrants to stayers and
the native-born, respectively, on a number of observed individual
characteristics, such as age, gender, family status and educational
level. Then we establish whether immigrants’ assessments of
host-country institutions diverge once these are compared to
stayers and natives. Finally, we explore the association between
assessments of host-country institutions, both absolute and
relative, and individual life satisfaction with the aim to establish
to what extent the choice of a comparison frame might be
of relevance.
Before addressing the possible role of host country institutions
and structural conditions and formulating related hypotheses, we
describe patterns of migration within Europe, paying particular
attention to driving forces behind migration flows and their
implications for immigrants’ subjective well-being. Subsequently,
the data and methodological aspects of our study are presented,
1The importance of multiple comparison frames among immigrants has been
emphasized in earlier studies (Falk and Knell, 2004; Gelatt, 2013).
followed by the empirical analyses. We draw on the European
Social Survey (ESS) data, a standardized comparative dataset on
a large number of European countries, which meets key data
requirement for our study: It contains identical information
on movers and stayers with regard to core independent and
control variables. The study concludes with the discussion of
whether or not and how subjective perceptions of host-country
performance shape individual life satisfaction, and what role
potential comparisons with the sending countries might play in
this regard.
Patterns of Intra-European Migration
In order to better comprehend patterns of subjective well-
being among European migrants, it is important to relate them
to the history of intra-European migration, which since the
Second World War has been marked by a number of major
developments. These include guest worker migration and family
reunification in the 1950–1970s, refugee migration to the West—
predominantly from Eastern Europe (particularly up until the
late 1980s), Yugoslavia (in the early 1990s) and Turkey—and
finally migration within the European Union (as a result of
freedom of mobility within the EU).
The phase of guest worker recruitment started in the mid-
1950s, when North-Western European governments signed a
number of bilateral agreements with peripheral and neighboring
European countries. The main destination countries were
Belgium, France, Germany, Luxembourg, the Netherlands,
Sweden and Switzerland, whereas the main sending countries
were Greece, Italy, Portugal, Spain, Turkey and Yugoslavia
(Fassmann and Münz, 1992). In accordance with the Gravity
model of migration (Zipf, 1946), in many cases geographical
proximity of sending and destination countries played a major
role in migration flows. For instance, Finland became a key
source of labor force in Sweden; Irish went to the UK and
Italians to Switzerland or Germany (Van Mol and de Valk,
2016). In accordance with macro-economic theories of migration
(Harris and Todaro, 1970), migration was more likely to take
place from economically less developed (regions of the) sending
countries to more developed industrialized (regions of the)
receiving countries and was primarily driven by economic
considerations. Migrants from agricultural regions of Northern
Portugal, Western Spain, Southern Italy, Northern Greece
and Anatolia (Turkey) were pushed by scarce employment
opportunities, low incomes and poverty (Bade, 2004) and pulled
by abundant job opportunities in the lower segments of the labor
market and higher living standards in Western and Northern
Europe (see also Push-Pull-Paradigm by Lee, 1966 and dual labor
market theory by Piore, 1979).Working abroad allowedmigrants
to accumulate financial resources and send remittances to their
(extended) families, thereby contributing to higher consumption
levels of those who remained in the sending countries. The oil
crisis of 1973–1974 brought about halt in recruitment of guest
workers and transformation of migration flows (Van Mol and de
Valk, 2016). Instead of the circular patterns of labor migration,
European countries started facing chain migration of the family
members of migrants who had arrived in the framework of guest
worker schemes (Fassmann and Münz, 1992; Hansen, 2002).
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Apart from the former Yugoslavia, Eastern European
countries were not a part of the 1950–1970s labor recruitment.
Instead their migration to the West has been characterized
by inflows of Eastern European refugees following political
crises in Hungary (1956–1957), Czechoslovakia (1968–1969),
and Poland (1980–1981) (Fassmann and Münz, 1992, 1994).
The disintegration of the Soviet Union and the Yugoslavian
wars in the early 1990s triggered a surge in numbers of asylum
seekers and refugees within Western Europe and resettlement
in Eastern Europe (Hatton, 2004; Van Mol and de Valk, 2016).
In many cases, immigrants leaving Eastern European countries
were not necessarily political refugees but ethnic minorities
of the sending countries, who were able to relocate to their
countries of ancestry after the fall of the Iron Curtain and the
liberalization of travel (e.g., ethnic Germans predominantly from
Poland, Hungary and the former Soviet Union; Ingrian Finns
from Russia; a Greek minority from the former Soviet Union;
and a Turkish minority from Bulgaria). The population groups
were pushed by deteriorating political and economic situations
in the sending countries and pulled by the prosperity and
preferential treatment of the returning Diaspora members in the
receiving countries.
The 1992Maastricht Treaty’s abolition of borders considerably
eased intra-EU migration. It allowed European citizens to move
freely within the EU and reduced many institutional barriers.
Since the mid-1990s and particularly since the enlargement
of the European Union to the East up until the recent
economic crisis, fueled by the rapidly improving economic
conditions, Southern Europe, Finland and Ireland—formerly
major sending countries themselves—became magnets for
immigrants, particularly from Eastern Europe. The recent global
economic crisis brought about a revival of emigration from
Southern Europe, as countries hit hardest by the crisis—Greece,
Ireland, Italy, Portugal and Spain—again became emigration
countries (Castles et al., 2014).
Population movements from the South to the North and
from the East to the West dominated migration flows within
Europe since the 1950s. Migrants heading from Turkey, Eastern
and Southern Europe to Western and Northern European
countries were pushed by scant employment opportunities and
political unrest (particularly in Eastern Europe) in their home
countries and pulled by more favorable economic conditions
and promises of a better economic future abroad. Different
migration motives among Western and Northern Europeans
on the one hand, and Turks, Eastern and Southern Europeans,
on the other hand might find reflection in immigrants’
assessments of their life situation in the countries of their
new residence.
State-of-the-art Research and Hypotheses
Allardt’s (1976) seminal approach “Having, Loving and Being,”
which defines the role of the three factors in individual subjective
well-being, can be seen as a conceptual framework for the current
study. Whereas, “Having” captures material resources and basic
living conditions, such as income, housing and basic (public)
goods, “Loving” refers to the individual needs for social relations
and emotional support and “Being” to the overall recognition,
participation and feeling of belonging. “Having” forms a basis
for the satisfactory functioning of an individual. Referring to
differences between richer and poorer countries in the strength
of the association between individual income level and life
satisfaction reported by Easterlin (1973), Veenhoven (1997),
Argyle (1999), and Böhnke (2008) suggest that satisfaction with
basic needs is a precondition for other life domains, such as social
approval and belonging. Indeed, research has shown that levels
of life satisfaction are negatively correlated with unemployment
levels (Clark, 2003) and positively associated with GDP per capita
(Inglehart and Klingemann, 2000; Fahey and Smyth, 2004) of
countries. These studies show that an individual’s perceptions
of structural conditions and how well a country’s institutions
function reflect not only the country’s objective conditions, but
more importantly, they could also capture individual evaluations
that might be related to the individual’s own needs and resources.
Hence, such subjective perceptions can vary across individuals
within the same country.
Pertinent research examining the role of institutional factors
on life satisfaction posits that not only GDP and economic
growth matter for subjective well-being, but also welfare state
expenditures and political freedoms correlate with individual
life satisfaction (Haller and Hadler, 2006). According to Diener
and Suh (1999), citizens are more satisfied when they live
in wealthy countries, which are characterized by high-quality
education, health and legal systems. Addressing the role of
host country institutions on immigrants’ life satisfaction, Kogan
et al. (2018) find that when taking into account the extent
to which a host country is able to provide public goods,
a country’s wealth level does not seem to be particularly
important for immigrants’ life satisfaction, whereas a country’s
level of human development is associated with a higher
life satisfaction of immigrants. Research on how specific
aspects of the provision of public good shape individual life
satisfaction is scant (for some exceptions see Hsieh, 2017, on
the relationship between quality of homecare service and quality
of life).
As for the “Being,” Dorn et al. (2008) contend that citizens’
well-being may be enhanced by their participation in the political
decision-making processes and by the perceived extent of the
procedural fairness during the processes. It is plausible that
citizens’ empowerment through democratic institutions should
lead to higher levels of self-reported life satisfaction. Whereas
Frey and Stutzer (2003) report that direct democracy (as in
Switzerland) is significantly associated with levels of happiness
in this country, evidence from other international cross-sectional
research does not unanimously confirm such a relationship
(Schyns, 1998; Inglehart and Klingemann, 2000; Veenhoven,
2000; see also Dorn et al., 2007, 2008).
Altogether, existing research has underscored the importance
of countries’ economic and political conditions as well as
quality of public goods for individual well-being. It has also
been shown that, alongside examining the role of political and
institutional settings, researchers should pay attention to the
individual perceptions of institutions that correlate with life
satisfaction beyond objective measures of the quality of society
(Böhnke, 2008). To date, no study has specified which institutions
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would be perceived as most important for immigrants’ well-
being and hence contribute the most to immigrants’ assessments
of their life satisfaction. We hypothesize that due to the
predominantly economic nature of the intra-Europeanmigration
and the improvement of economic well-being as the foremost
migration motive, immigrants’ satisfaction with the state of
economy should be the strongest correlate of their overall life
satisfaction (Hypothesis 1).
Given that the association between perceptions of country’s
(economic) performance and individuals’ overall life-satisfaction
exists, the question arises, whether it is uniform for groups of
inter-European migrants. Attribution mechanism, prominent in
psychology (Jones and Davis, 1965; Kelley, 1971) would suggest
that people growing up in more developed countries should
have a weaker tendency than their counterparts growing up
in less developed countries to associate their life satisfaction
with the external environment. Research indeed shows that
individuals originating in societies with established democratic
institutions and well-functioning economies seem to be more
likely to decouple their assessments of personal life situation
from the satisfaction with national affairs (Andrews and Withey,
1976; Böhnke, 2008). In contrast, personal satisfaction might
be much more strongly attached to one’s view of the country
among individuals facing lower living standards and limited
political freedoms for a large part of their lives. Therefore,
when moving away from their homelands, immigrants from
such countries should put more emphasis on the host-country
conditions when evaluating gains or losses of migration.
This allows us to postulate that satisfaction with the state
of economy should play a particularly important part in the
overall life satisfaction among immigrants originating from
countries with less well functioning labor market institutions,
i.e., those coming from Turkey, Eastern and Southern
Europe (Hypothesis 2).
From the standpoint of the social comparison theory
(Festinger, 1954), immigrants’ attachment to both the places
where they originate from and where they currently live, is
likely to result in multiple frames for comparison. Socialized
in the country of origin, immigrants tend to compare their
current situation to the situation in the sending country. Such
comparisons might be further nurtured by social contacts in
the country of origin, i.e., through conversations with their
friends and relatives who remained in the sending country.
Finally, mediamight keep immigrants’ comparisons with sending
countries alive even if migration lays back in time. If someone
comes from a country with institutions functioning less efficiently
than in the host country, perceptions of host country institutions
might be positively biased and hence potentially be more
positively associated with the overall life satisfaction. An opposite
case is, in principle also possible: when someone originates from
a country with healthy functioning institutions but emigrates
to a country, where social structures function less well, his/her
perceptions of host-country institutions would be downward
biased and potentially reflected in the overall life satisfaction.
Individuals migrating from Turkey, Eastern and Southern
Europe should on average experience greater improvement in
their economic lives than those moving within the rest of Europe.
Based on this, we hypothesize that the association between the
relative level of satisfaction with host country institutions, and
particularly economy, and the overall life satisfaction among
these immigrants should be particularly high compared to the
respective association among immigrants originating in the rest
of Europe (Hypothesis 3).
Data and Measurements
The analyses are based on the ESS cumulative data2 for the years
2008–2016 (waves 4–8), thus covering the period during and in
the aftermath of the recent economic crisis. The ESS enables a
truly comparative European perspective, as strong efforts have
been made to ensure comparability across the participating
countries. We concentrate on the European migration in and
from the following 30 countries: Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria,
Switzerland, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Germany, Denmark,
Estonia, Spain, Finland, France, UK, Greece, Croatia, Hungary,
Ireland, Iceland, Italy, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Netherlands,
Norway, Poland, Portugal, Russia, Sweden, Slovenia, Slovakia,
Turkey and Ukraine3. The focus on solely European migrants
within European countries is justified by the design of the
study, which requires identical information on both migrants
and stayers not only regarding their individual characteristics
(such as socio-demographics) but also with respect to their
assessments of countries’ institutions. Immigrants are defined in
our study as individuals who were born in countries other than
their current country of residence and arrived to the country
of their current residence in years 1955–2017. Individuals who
reside in their birth countries throughout their lives are referred
to as stayers. In additional analyses, we also refer to patterns of
life satisfaction among the native-born in host countries, who
are defined as residents, born on the territory of the respective
country. We further compare satisfaction with the performance
of host-countries among immigrants and the population born in
these countries.
Our dependent variable is the level of life satisfaction,
which is asked in all waves of the ESS: “All things considered,
how satisfied are you with your life as a whole nowadays?”
The answer categories range from 0 (extremely dissatisfied)
to 10 (extremely satisfied), resulting in an 11-point Likert-
scale. A consistent measurement and standardized formulation
ensures comparability across the ESS waves and the countries
participating in the survey. Although we acknowledge that
the multifaceted character of subjective well-being is possibly
captured better by multiple indicators, a detailed information
on different aspects of subjective well-being is not available in
the ESS.
Since we focus in particular on the comparison of immigrants’
current situation in the receiving country with a hypothetical
situation in the sending country if they had remained there or
had been influenced by their relatives and friends residing in their
2The European Social Survey is a unique cross-sectional survey that covers a large
number of European countries and allows for comparisons both between migrants
and non-migrants. It is repeated every second year since 2002, and said to be
representative of the population aged 15 or older.
3We excluded Turkey as a destination country, focusing solely on Turkishmigrants
residing within rest of Europe.
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country of origin, we match immigrants with stayers on the basis
of their core socio-demographic characteristics. The procedure
is the following. In the first step, based on the OLS regression
analyses, we predict the value of satisfaction with economy,
democracy, the state of the education and health systems for a
stayer with each possible combination of the following variables:
gender, age (with the following age groups: 15–24, 25–39, 40–
59, and 60–65), marital status (married vs. other), presence of
children (yes vs. no), educational level (lower secondary or below,
upper secondary, or post-secondary and tertiary), country and
ESS round. In the next step, each immigrant is matched with a
stayer based on the set of above-mentioned characteristics.
Since the major focus of the study is on the association
between immigrants’ satisfaction with the functioning of host
country institutions (in both absolute and relative terms) and
their general life satisfaction, our central independent variables
pertain to individuals’ satisfaction with the functioning of
the country in which they reside, including satisfaction with
the provision of public goods (health services and education
systems), the economic situation and the state of democracy.
Each of these variables is measured on an 11-point scale ranging
from 0 (extremely dissatisfied) to 10 (extremely satisfied). In
addition to the absolute levels of life satisfaction with host
country institutions, we also focus on the relative levels. These
are calculated as a difference between the level of life satisfaction
with respective host country institutions and the level of life
satisfaction with institutions of the sending country among
socio-demographically identical stayers (based on the above-
mentioned set of characteristics). The theoretical range of the
newly created relative levels of life satisfaction with host country
institutions is between −11 and +11, whereby positive values
pertain to higher satisfaction with host country institutions than
with sending country institutions and 0 pertains to equal level of
satisfaction with institutions of both countries. To test whether
individual assessments of host country institutions are differently
associated with overall levels of life satisfaction depending on
the source country of immigrants, we include interaction terms
between domain-specific levels of life satisfaction and immigrant
origin groups (see below for the definition of these groups).
At the individual level, a set of demographic, socioeconomic
and migration-specific characteristics is included. Demographic
traits, such as age and its quadratic term, gender, number
of persons in the household and (ever) having children, are
controlled. We measure socioeconomic characteristics with the
following variables: employment status—coded as a categorical
variable with three groups: employed, unemployed and inactive
(with “inactive” used as a reference category)—, years of
schooling, and the relative position of the household income
in the income distribution of the corresponding host country
(measured in deciles). We include individuals with missing
information on income by assigning them to the modal income
decile of the host country’s corresponding income distribution.
We use a dummy variable to distinguish cases with missing
income information.
Migration-specific characteristics mainly refer to immigrants’
countries of origin, the length of residence in the host country
after immigration, language use and citizenship acquisition. On
the basis of the countries of origin, we differentiate between
immigrants from (1) Eastern Europe, (2) Northern Europe,
(3) the UK and Ireland, (4) continental Europe, (5) Southern
Europe and (6) Turkey. The country or region of origin not only
indicates an immigrant’s cultural background, but also serves as
the reference for immigrant evaluations of their post-migration
situation. An obvious question is whether the classification
of origin groups is meaningful and valid. Our sensitivity
analyses, in which we reran all analyses while excluding one
country from each origin group at a time yielded comparable
results for all origin groups, but one. The analyses for the
UK/Irish groups seem to be driven by the UK data. Once
excluding the UK, the coefficients for the perception of economy
and democracy increase substantially. Apparently, for Irish
immigrants perceptions of economy and democracy are stronger
associated with life satisfaction than any other immigrant group
in the dataset. Having Irish immigrants as a separate group is,
however, unwarranted due to a relatively low sample size of
the group. Hence, we decided to stick to the group of English-
speaking immigrants, but refer reader to the differences between
Irish and British immigrants when applicable.
Length of residence in the host country is captured by the
variable “years since migration” (YSM) and coded as a categorical
variable with four groups (residing in the host country for 0–5,
6–10, 11–20, and above 20 years; here, the group residing in the
host country for 5 years or less is used as a reference category).
Speaking the host country’s national language at home—the only
indicator of language proficiency available in the ESS data—is
used as a proxy for the degree of cultural assimilation. Citizenship
status of the host country is another indicator of integration—this
time legal integration—in the host society.
In addition, we control for variables that are commonly
mentioned in the existing literature on life satisfaction (see
Kamberi et al., 2015 for a summary). For example, religiosity
has often been considered a factor potentially protecting
individuals in difficult life situations. We measure religiosity
on an 11-point scale ranging from not at all religious to
very religious. Immigrants’ minority status is captured by
a dummy variable, indicating whether immigrants mention
to belong to an ethnic minority group. Individual health
status is measured by immigrants’ subjective assessment of
their health situation, ranging from (1) very bad to (5) very
good. We further include a variable “feeling of safety when
walking alone in the local area after dark,” which indicates
whether one feels safe in the neighborhood. The variable’s
range is from (1) very unsafe to (4) very safe. We take into
account the degree of immigrants’ sociability by including
the variable measuring how often they meet with friends,
relatives and colleagues, with answer categories reaching
from (1) never to (7) every day. In addition, we control
for the survey waves to capture a general time trend in life
satisfaction. Finally, we include host country fixed effects, so
that our results pertain to the difference in life satisfaction
among immigrants residing in the same receiving country. In
doing so, we control for differences in country-specific levels
of life satisfaction as well as for institutional influences
able to shape individual life satisfaction. Distributions
of the independent and control variables are available
upon request.
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The importance of the perceptions of various host country
characteristics and their patterns of association with overall life
satisfaction might obviously differ depending on the population
analyzed and the objective conditions. To homogenize the
analyzed population, we restricted our analyses to working-age
immigrants (aged 15–65).
Descriptive Results
Before turning to the patterns of association between perceptions
of host-country economic conditions, state of democracy, and
public services and the individuals’ overall life satisfaction, we
explore whether immigrants from various source regions differ
in terms of their satisfaction with host country structural and
institutional conditions. Figures 1–4 plot group average levels
of satisfaction with the state of economy (Figure 1), democracy
(Figure 2), education system (Figure 3), and health services
(Figure 4) in both absolute (panel a) and relative (panel b)
terms. The figures show average levels of satisfaction with each
of four contextual characteristics for an immigrant regardless
the country s/he resides in (labeled “overall”) and separately
by groups of destination countries. Similar to groups of origin,
we differentiate between continental, Northern, Eastern and
Southern European countries, as well as UK and Ireland.
Regarding satisfaction with the state of the host country
economy in general, considerable variation is observed across
the origin groups. Overall, Northern Europeans—compared to
other immigrants—seem to be the group that is most satisfied
with the state of economy and democracy and highly satisfied
with the education system and health services in their countries
of residence. Immigrants stemming from the UK and Ireland
are, on the other hand, the least satisfied with the state of
economy and democracy in their host countries. East Europeans
are one of the groups with consistently low levels of satisfaction
in all domains of host country institutions compared to the rest.
Southern Europeans, on the other hand, are among the most
satisfied immigrants regarding all institutional characteristics of
the host countries they reside in. A similar observation can be
made for immigrants originating in Turkey.
A closer look at the combinations of origin and destination
countries helps to better understand where the average patterns
come from4. Not surprisingly, satisfaction with host-country
institutions largely depends on the country an immigrant
resides in. Practically all immigrant groups are more satisfied
with the state of economy when they live in Northern and
continental countries, and least satisfied with institutions in
Eastern Europe. Still, we observe some variation across ethnic
groups residing in the same region: whereas immigrants from
continental and Eastern European countries are rather positive
about the economy of continental countries, Turkish immigrants
are substantially less satisfied. On the other hand, Turkish
immigrants appear to be mostly satisfied with the state of
education and health system in continental Europe and are not
4Figures 1ab-4ab present average satisfaction levels with the functioning of
institutions in respective country groups for immigrant groups with at least 50
observations. For differences between Ireland and the UK, consult Table A.1 in
the Appendix.
different from the rest when assessing the state of democracy.
This indicates that assessments of host-country institutions do
not just reflect objective conditions in the pertinent country, but
are carried out through the lenses of individuals’ socio-economic
status, needs and experiences. The disparities in the assessment
can be substantially large, as indicated, for example, by the
levels of satisfaction with economy among Eastern and Southern
Europeans in Northern Europe regarding economy, or Southern
Europeans and immigrants from continental Europe regarding
the health system. Overall, opinions diverge more when it
comes to the assessment of the host-country economy than
any other institutions. Immigrants are particularly unanimous
regarding lower levels of assessments for Eastern European
destination countries.
But how immigrants evaluate host-country institutions if
they were to compare them with the institutions back in
their countries of origin? Relative to the situation in their
source countries, the groups that are the most satisfied with
the host country institutions are Turks, Southern and—to
somewhat lesser degree—Eastern Europeans. Referring to the
bars capturing the “overall” level of relative satisfaction (see
Figures 1B–4B), all three groups are consistently more satisfied
than the rest with economy, democracy and education system,
and partially also with health services when comparing them
to the institutions of their home countries5. Immigrants from
Nordic countries, Ireland and the UK, on the other hand,
assess the state of economy and democracy in their source and
host countries rather similarly, under the assumption that their
opinions about source countries would coincide with those of the
socio-demographically similar stayers. Regarding the health and
education systems, their opinions diverge: whereas immigrants
from Nordic countries evaluate systems of public goods in the
host country less favorably, Irish and British favor education
and health systems in their host countries more than in their
source countries. Immigrants from continental countries, on
average, are more satisfied with institutions of the host country
compared to those of their source countries; a single exception
is health system. Taken together, this suggests that Turkish,
Southern and Eastern European immigrants and, to a somewhat
lesser degree, immigrants from continental Europe improve
their utility compared to stayers back home, whereas Northern
Europeans do not, at least not regarding institutional domains of
the host-country featured in this study.
A look at the combination of countries of origin and
destination reveals a more differentiated picture. Immigrants
from the UK and Ireland, who are found in sufficiently large
numbers in all destination countries apart from Eastern
Europe, seem to be more satisfied with the state of economy
and democracy if they reside in continental or Northern
European countries, but not otherwise. Immigrants from
continental Europe are satisfied with the state of economy,
democracy and public services if they reside in other continental
or Nordic country, but are substantially dissatisfied with
economy and democracy (relative to their source country)
5This does not refer to the relative levels of satisfaction with the state of health
system among Eastern Europeans.
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FIGURE 1 | (A) Satisfaction with the state of economy, absolute level. (B) Satisfaction with the state of economy, relative to stayers in the country of origin. Source:
ESS 2008-2016 (rounds 4-8), weighted data, authors’ calculations.
in Eastern and Southern European countries. Gains in
satisfaction with economy are the largest for Southern
Europeans when they reside in continental Europe, but
are much lower once they live in the UK, Ireland or
Northern Europe. Eastern Europeans are more satisfied
with institutions of any destination country than their home
country, with one exception when they reside in another
Eastern European country. Their satisfaction with the health
system in another Eastern European country seems to be
particularly low.
The fact that overall averages deviate from
country-of-residence averages implies that we should definitely
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FIGURE 2 | (A) Satisfaction with the state of democracy, absolute level. (B) Satisfaction with the state of democracy, relative to stayers in the country of origin.
Source: ESS 2008-2016 (rounds 4–8), weighted data, authors’ calculations.
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FIGURE 3 | (A) Satisfaction with the state of education system, absolute level. (B) Satisfaction with the state of education system, relative to stayers in the country of
origin. Source: ESS 2008-2016 (rounds 4–8), weighted data, authors’ calculations.
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FIGURE 4 | (A) Satisfaction with the state of health system, absolute level. (B) Satisfaction with the state of health system, relative to stayers in the country of origin.
Source: ESS 2008-2016 (rounds 4–8), weighted data, authors’ calculations.
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FIGURE 5 | Composition of immigrants in European receiving regions by origin. Source: ESS 2008-2016 (rounds 4–8), weighted data, authors’ calculations.
consider differences in the distribution of origin groups across
destination countries. Thus, if we look at the total pool of
immigrants (see Figure 5) we immediately notice that, for
example, the bulk of immigrants from Nordic countries
reside in other Nordic countries. Similarly, a large majority
of Irish and British immigrants reside in Britain or Ireland,
respectively. Obviously, if these immigrants were to compare the
institutions of their host countries with those of their sending
countries, they might not find any substantial differences.
This might be different for Turks, Eastern and Southern
Europeans. The bulk of Southern European migrants reside
in the continental European countries, whereas only a small
share of them live in other Southern European countries.
Among Turkish immigrants, the two key destinations are
continental and Northern Europe. It is fair to assume that Turks
and Southern Europeans residing in wealthier countries of
Europe might be particularly satisfied with the functioning of
institutions in these countries once comparing them to those
in their sending regions. The case of Eastern Europeans is
somewhat different. Almost a half of all Eastern Europeans
reside in other Eastern European countries, but a substantial
proportion of them is found in the continental European
countries, Ireland and the UK. Similarly, immigrants from
continental countries reside in various destinations, with about
a half of them settling in another continental country. So, it
is not surprising that for these two groups, we find a large
variation in assessments of host-country institutions, with
Eastern Europeans being rather satisfied, for example, with
economy in Nordic countries, but not in another Eastern
European destination, or immigrants from the continent being
satisfied in another continental country, but not in Ireland or the
UK (cf. Figure 1B).
Multivariate Results
Descriptive results presented in Figures 1A,B−4A,B
demonstrate substantial variation in levels of satisfaction
with institutions across immigrant groups, overall and separately
by destination. We also acknowledge differential settlement
patterns among immigrants in European countries in Figure 5.
The multivariate analyses presented in this section will take
the heterogeneity of immigrants’ destinations by means of
host country fixed effects. In such a way, our models seek to
fully control for host country–specific factors, thus making
it possible to compare the perceptions of institutions among
immigrants residing within the same country. Table 1 reports
selected coefficients from the OLS regression models predicting
overall life satisfaction as a function of satisfaction with host
country institutions (state of democracy, health services and
education system) as well as satisfaction with economic situation,
while controlling for an extensive set of individual background
characteristics described in the methods section. Whereas
the results in the four left columns pertain to the absolute
measures of area-specific life satisfaction, the results in the last
four columns report respective findings concerning relative
measures of life satisfaction, i.e., satisfaction with host country
relative to source country institutions (as they are reported by
socio-demographically comparable stayers). In order to estimate
the statistical significance of the coefficients of area-specific
satisfaction for every origin group directly, we ran each model
6 times by using each of the respective origin groups as the
baseline. Consequently, coefficients in Columns 1 and 5 directly
indicate both the magnitude and statistical significance of the
b-coefficient pertaining to the perceptions of host country
institutions in life satisfaction for each respective origin group.
Standard errors and beta coefficients are found in columns 2–3
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and 6–7, respectively. Columns 4 and 8 document whether the
coefficients pertaining to the group in question are statistically
significant from another group, indicated in the table by a letter.
For example, “the effect” of the absolute level of satisfaction
with the state of economy on the overall life satisfaction is
significantly different for immigrants from continental and
Northern European countries. Regarding the relative levels of
satisfaction with economy, the “effects” for continental European
immigrants are different from those found among immigrants
from Eastern and Southern Europe as well as Turkey. The
sample size for the analyses of the relative satisfaction with
institutions is somewhat lower due to some missing matches in
the stayer sample. This might hinder the direct comparability
of the coefficients across models with absolute and relative
satisfaction with host country institutions. Restricting the sample
size in the models of absolute measures of satisfaction to the
cases used in the analyses of the relative measures of satisfaction
yields rather similar patterns (results are not shown but available
upon request).
A close look at the first column in Table 1 suggests that
satisfaction with economy contributes significantly to the overall
life satisfaction across all origin groups, and the magnitude of
the respective coefficients is much higher than when it comes to
the satisfaction with the state of democracy, education system, or
health services. This clearly accords with our first hypothesis.
Alongside this general pattern, there are some host country
group differences that require particular elaboration. Satisfaction
with economy contributes least to the overall life satisfaction
among immigrants from Northern Europe and the difference
to other groups (apart from those coming from Ireland and
the UK) is statistically significant. Among Eastern and Southern
Europeans as well as Turks, satisfaction with the economy
contributes substantially to the overall life satisfaction, and the
difference to immigrants from Nordic countries, UK and Ireland
is statistically significant. Among immigrants from continental
countries the state of economy plays a considerable role in the
overall life satisfaction, the coefficient is, however, statistically
different only if compared to the one found among Northern
European immigrants. All in all, this supports the second
hypothesis, which expects perceptions of economy to play a
particularly strong role in life satisfaction of immigrants from
Turkey, Southern and Eastern Europe. For these immigrants,
perceptions of economy contribute to the overall life satisfaction
both substantively and statistically (with a single exception of the
comparison to immigrants from continental countries) stronger
than it is the case of other immigrants.
Perceptions of the state of democracy contribute significantly
to the overall life satisfaction among immigrants from
Ireland/UK, Turkey and Eastern Europe. These coefficients
are, however, largely not statistically different across various
immigrant groups6. Perceptions of the state of education system
contribute significantly to the overall life satisfaction among
immigrants in Ireland/UK and Eastern Europe, but here again,
6A single exception is the difference between the respective coefficient for
Irish/British and immigrants from the continental Europe, but the coefficients are
different solely at the 10% level.
we observe no significant difference across immigrant groups
in the strength of association between evaluations of country’s
education system and individual life satisfaction. Satisfaction
with the state of health services significantly matters for the
overall life satisfaction among immigrants from continental and
Eastern Europe, but the respective coefficients are not statistically
different from the ones pertaining to other immigrant groups.
But what if we assume that immigrants compare themselves
with the stayers in their origin countries when evaluating host
country institutions? Does this alternate the association between
satisfaction with institutions in the host country and overall
life satisfaction? The answer can be found in columns 4–8 of
the same table. Results clearly indicate that immigrants from
Turkey, Southern and Eastern Europe attach higher relative
importance to a favorable economic situation in the host country
(vs. home country) in their overall life satisfaction compared to
immigrants originating in other European countries. In other
words, relative satisfaction levels with the state of economy
contribute substantially more to these immigrants’ overall life
satisfaction. Satisfaction with economy matters also for the
life satisfaction of immigrants from continental and northern
Europe, Ireland and the UK, but the respective coefficients
are of much lower magnitude. Moreover, they tend to differ
from the coefficients related to the absolute levels of satisfaction
with the state of economy, particularly among immigrants from
continental countries. Other patterns are much in line with the
results pertaining to absolute levels of satisfaction with host
country institutions presented in columns 1–4.
In sum, the findings for European immigrants residing in
other European countries largely confirm our first hypothesis
about European immigrants of working age attaching larger
importance to satisfaction with economy once defining their
overall levels of life satisfaction. Immigrants from Turkey,
Southern and Eastern Europe display higher levels of association
between both absolute and relative levels of satisfaction with
economic performance of the host country and the overall
life satisfaction. Both findings concord with the second and
third hypotheses.
In a set of additional analyses (see Appendix
Figures A.1–A.4), we ask a related question, how immigrants’
perception of host-country structural conditions and institutions
compare to those of the native-born and whether they are
uniquely associated with individual life satisfaction. A variable,
pertaining to the difference in the level of satisfaction with
the state of economy, democracy and public goods between
immigrants and comparable native-born in host countries is
created similarly to the variable capturing difference between
immigrants and stayers in immigrants’ home countries. Our
results indicate that immigrants tend to be overall similarly or
more satisfied with the functioning of host-country economy,
democracy and systems of public goods compared to the
native-born population in these countries. Whether this is an
indication of particular immigrant optimism or a manifestation
of realized mobility aspirations needs to be explored in the
future. Still there are exceptions to the general trend of
positive assessment of host-country institutions. Thus, Eastern
European immigrants residing in Eastern European countries
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TABLE 1 | Selected coefficients from OLS regressions predicting life satisfaction among immigrants in Europe arriving since 1955.
Absolute Relative to stayers in the country of origin
b se beta Sign. dif. b se beta Sign. dif.
(A) CONTINENTAL
State of economy 0.23*** (0.04) 0.27 b 0.15*** (0.03) 0.19 d, e, f
State of democracy 0.05 (0.03) 0.05 0.03 (0.03) 0.03 c
State of education 0.01 (0.03) 0.01 0.00 (0.03) 0.00
State of health system 0.08** (0.03) 0.09 0.10*** (0.03) 0.13 c, e
(B) NORTHERN
State of economy 0.12* (0.05) 0.14 a, d, e, f 0.10* (0.05) 0.13 d, e, f
State of democracy 0.07 (0.05) 0.08 0.10* (0.05) 0.12
State of education 0.04 (0.05) 0.05 0.02 (0.04) 0.02
State of health system 0.05 (0.05) 0.05 0.05 (0.05) 0.06
(C) IRELAND/UK
State of economy 0.17*** (0.04) 0.20 d, e, f 0.15*** (0.04) 0.18 d, e, f
State of democracy 0.13*** (0.04) 0.15 a 0.13*** (0.04) 0.15 a, d,
State of education 0.08* (0.04) 0.08 0.07+ (0.04) 0.08
State of health system 0.01 (0.03) 0.02 d 0.03 (0.04) 0.04 a
(D) EASTERN
State of economy 0.28*** (0.02) 0.33 b, c 0.24*** (0.02) 0.30 a, b, c
State of democracy 0.09*** (0.02) 0.10 0.05** (0.02) 0.06 c
State of education 0.05* (0.02) 0.05 0.05* (0.02) 0.05
State of health system 0.07*** (0.02) 0.09 c 0.07*** (0.02) 0.09
(E) SOUTHERN
State of economy 0.26*** (0.04) 0.31 b, c 0.24*** (0.04) 0.29 a, b, c
State of democracy 0.06+ (0.04) 0.07 0.05 (0.04) 0.06
State of education 0.07+ (0.04) 0.07 0.04 (0.04) 0.05
State of health system 0.03 (0.04) 0.04 0.00 (0.04) 0.00 a
(F) TURKEY
State of economy 0.28*** (0.04) 0.33 b, c 0.29*** (0.04) 0.36 a, b, c
State of democracy 0.12** (0.05) 0.13 0.09* (0.04) 0.11
State of education 0.05 (0.05) 0.05 0.01 (0.05) 0.01
State of health system 0.07+ (0.04) 0.08 0.06 (0.04) 0.08
N 5,292 5,100
R2 0.39 0.37
Source: ESS 2008-2016 (rounds 4-8), weighted data, authors’ calculations.
(1) +p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001; (2) Letters in column 4 and 8 indicate whether differences of the group shown are significant compared to the groups indicated by a
letter; letters in bold pertain to coefficients significant solely at 10%-level. (3) Control variables included in the model are: age, age squared, gender, family status, presence of children,
employment status, YSM, citizenship status, income, language spoken, social contacts, safety situation, subjective health, religiosity, minority status, origin groups main effects, country
of residence fixed effects, year of interview fixed effects.
other than countries of their birth appear to be less satisfied
with the state of economy, democracy and health system
compared to the natives. British and Irish immigrants are
less satisfied with the economy in Nordic countries than
the natives of these countries. UK/Irish and immigrants
from Southern European countries are less satisfied with
education system in Southern Europe, whereas immigrants
from Nordic countries are less favorable about the education
system once they reside in another Northern European country.
The differences in life satisfaction between immigrants and
comparable natives are, however, smaller in magnitude than
the respective differences in hypothetical comparisons with
the stayers.
Results of the multivariate analyses (Table A.2) deliver a
picture, which largely resembles patterns of association between
the absolute levels of satisfaction with host country institutions
and individual life satisfaction. Still, the main message holds:
economy matters most and it matters stronger for immigrant
groups, which emigrated from areas marked by lower levels of
economic development.
Summary and Discussion
In recent years, the European continent has experienced a
considerable rise in migration. Whereas, a large proportion
of newcomers are immigrants and refugees from the Middle
East, they are not the only significant source of migration to
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the European continent. For several decades, migration flows
within Europe have also been salient. In the last decades, the
enlargement of the European Union to the East has contributed
to a significant increase in East–West migration, while the
recent economic crisis has amplified incentives for the Southern
Europeans to migrate to the North of Europe. Similarly, in
the past, wealthier European countries resorted to recruitment
of foreign labor force from more peripheral European regions
and accepted significant numbers of asylum seekers from the
countries on the other side of the Iron curtain or refugees fleeing
wars in the former Yugoslavia or deadly ethnic conflicts in
Turkey. The questions this study addressed were whether and
how immigrants’ perceptions of the host countries contribute
to their life satisfaction. Since host countries are often assessed
through the lenses of the sending countries and are presumably
indirectly compared to the latter, considering relative levels of
satisfaction with host and sending country institutions would
be a rather meaningful approach. Hence, in the current study
we examined the role of both the absolute and the relative
levels of satisfaction with host countries’ health and education
systems, the functioning of their democracies and the state of
their economies on immigrants’ overall life satisfaction.
In accordance with the first hypothesis, out of the four
domains related to the performance of the host country
institutions, satisfaction with economy proved to be the
strongest correlate of individual life satisfaction among European
immigrants. In support of the second hypothesis, the study
maintained that satisfaction with the countries’ economies
correlates particularly strongly with the overall life satisfaction
among immigrants from Turkey, Eastern and Southern Europe.
Such a pattern is especially pronounced if we refer to the
relative levels of satisfaction with the functioning of economy,
which accords with our third hypothesis. In other words, if
immigrants at all compare their host and home countries when
assessing institutional features of host countries, relative gains in
satisfaction due to well-functioning host country institutions are
shown to be associated with significantly higher levels of overall
life satisfaction among immigrants from Turkey, Eastern and
Southern European countries than among immigrants from the
rest of Europe. This implies that—in relative terms—migration
from countries with presumably worse to countries with
better functioning economies and—associated with that—higher
levels of perceived satisfaction with host country economies
contribute considerably to immigrants’ overall satisfaction
with life.
In addition to the economy, other features of host societies
also matter, but to a considerably lesser extent. Our study showed
that perceptions of the state of democracymatter in both absolute
and relative terms for immigrants from Turkey, Eastern Europe
and Ireland. The state of education system matters for the overall
life satisfaction of immigrants from Ireland/UK and Eastern
European countries, whereas the state of health services plays
a significant role in overall life satisfaction of immigrants from
continental and Eastern Europe. Taken together, we can conclude
that Eastern Europeans are an immigrants group, for which well-
functioning institutions and economy are particularly important
for overall life satisfaction.
At large, our results echo major conclusions from Böhnke’s
(2008) study; namely, perceptions of societies differ in their
strength as a determinant of life satisfaction across European
countries depending on the level of these countries’ development.
Our study takes this idea further and shows that individuals from
economically prosperous regions with a functioning democracy
and efficiently operating systems of public goods tend to put
less emphasis on the host country’s institutional features when
assessing their life satisfaction. If immigrants stem from countries
that perform less well—economically or otherwise, the host
country’s economic and other conditions play a more substantial
part in their life satisfaction, even if they are relocated to better-
off host societies. Immigrants fromTurkey, Eastern and Southern
Europe are aware that their life chances depend quite strongly
on the improvements—most importantly, in the economic
dimension—associated with their migration move.
Another interpretation is possible and might be related to
the economic recession European societies endured between
2008 and 2014. Indeed, in this period the bulk of the European
countries were strongly affected by first the economic and then
the Euro crisis. Concerns about the functioning of countries’
financial and labor markets could buttress the finding that
immigrants of working age prioritize economic well-being when
defining their overall life satisfaction. If it were so, then a
similar trend should be observed among socio-demographically
comparable native-born populations in the respective host
countries. Additional analyses indeed show that satisfaction with
the economy is also the most important correlate of individual
overall life satisfaction among natives, but the magnitude of
beta-coefficients for the majority is considerably lower than it
is among the immigrant populations (results are not presented
here but available upon request). Further, re-analyses of the data
once dropping ESS waves 4 and 5 suggest no substantial change
in the pattern of association between perceptions of the state
of economy and general life satisfaction among immigrants. If
anything, effects of economy become somewhat stronger for
immigrants from the UK/Ireland and Turkey, whereas they
become somewhat weaker for immigrants fromNordic countries.
This suggests that our finding of a paramount significance of
economy for immigrants’ life satisfaction is not solely driven by
the financial and Euro crises catching eye of Europeans in the
period under observation.
Our finding that immigrants in many cases assess host-
country institutions more positively than both stayers and—even
more pronouncedly—than the native-born of the destination
countries can be related to the selectivity of migrants. Research
has consistently shown that immigrants might be selective on
a number of unobserved characteristics, such as immigrant
optimism or more positive attitudes to life. If immigrants are
generally happier than stayers, which some research tends to
suggest—albeit not always consistently (Bartram, 2013, 2015;
Akay et al., 2017; Hendriks and Bartram, 2018)—, this might
explain their more positive assessment of countries’ structural
and institutional characteristics, but cannot explain the variation
across immigrant groups and countries of destination. Additional
assumptions might be needed to elucidate why divergent patterns
of evaluations are present. For example, why are immigrants
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from continental countries in Eastern Europe less satisfied with
economy when potentially comparing themselves to their home
countries, but are more satisfied than the native-born in the
Eastern European countries? Or, on the contrary, why are
UK/Irish immigrants in Nordic countries particularly satisfied
with economy when comparing themselves to the situation
back home, but are considerably less satisfied when comparing
it to the native-born of the Northern European countries?
Without disregarding the role immigrant selectivity might play
in migration decisions and the subsequent outcomes related to
life satisfaction, we contend that assessments of the objective
state of host-country institutions cannot be primarily driven by
immigrants’ self-selection patterns.
Unfortunately, the cross-sectional nature of the ESS data
does not allow an in-depth investigation about the mechanisms
behind the observed associations. The reverse causality might be
of concern: individuals who are more satisfied with their lives
might be more likely to report satisfaction with the host country
institutions. Yet, this cannot explain the extent of variation
regarding the importance of various host country features:
immigrants of different origins attach different meanings to a
well-functioning economy and democracy in their host countries
as well as to the state of their education and health systems.
Heterogeneous effects across immigrant populations, related to
differences in needs and/or aspirations, might also be a venue for
future research. For example, older or chronically ill individuals
might attach significant importance to health services, while
parents of smaller children value a well-functioning educational
system more. These issues open multiple opportunities for
further investigations.
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